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Photu-identificalion was used lo study the Humpback Whale population which arrived at
the Parque Nacional Natural 1sla Gorgona between 1986 and 1988, Fifty animals were
identified in 1086, 40 in 1987 and 35 in 1988 for a 101a! of 108. Eleven individuals were
common to 1986/1987 and 6 10 1987/1988. Three individuals were cammaon for the three
years. Using Petersen’s forinula, Lhe estimales of the population for the 3 years ranged Irom
170 to 450. Gorgona has suitable environmental conditions required for humpback
reproduction. The imporiance of Gorgona as a calving area is shown by the fact that 26.5%
of animals seen werecalves. The groups that staved the longest time in the area were females
accompanied by their calves but in general the {requencies wese low. Humpbacks visitthe
region from June 1o November, the breeding season for Southern Hemisphere populations.
During the years of siudy, behaviour of individuals and groups was analysed.
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This is the first biological contribution on
humpbaeks in Colombia. Duc to its geographic
position, Colombia may potentially be a meeting
place for Northern and Southern Hemisphere
populations; therefore, this sludy may help to
identify parl of the migratory routes of both
populations and may contribute 1o the protection
and management of the species.

Photo-identification (Katona et al.,1979) per-
mits identification of individuals based on pig-
mcntation paticrns, natural markings and scars;
it has been used by various authors in different
arcas, and represents a useful tool {or the estima-
tion of populations, distribution, migration pat-
terns and social dynamics (Herman et al., 1979;
Whitehead, 1981; Whitehead, 1983; Balcomb
and Nichols, 1982; Darling and MacSweeney,
1985; Mayo et al., 1985; Baker ct al., 1987;
Clapham and Mayo, 1987; Kaufman et al,, 1987,
Chv and Nieukirk, 1988).

Humpbaek whale research in the Southern
Hemisphere in America is limited. There are
some studies that discuss the presence of this
species (Alberica, 1986)as well as the lack of
conservation and management policies (Ag-
uayo-Lobo and Torres,1967; Paiva and Gran-
geiro, 1970; Pinedo and Castelo, 1980; Cardenas
etal., 1986; Guerra-Correaetal,, 1987).Only one
sludy similar to that reported hercin has pre-
viously been earricd out in South America; that

study, in 1988, at Abrolhos Bank, an important
breeding site off northeastern Brazil employed
photo-identification and identified 64 in-
dividuals (Siciliano ¢l al., 1990),

In Arca 1 (feeding site) of the Antarelic, Stone
and Hammner (1988) identified 32 individuals in
1985-1986. With the aid of a photographic
catalogue, a Humpback Whale has been iden-
tified at both the Antarctic Peninsula and Gor-
gona Island areas. This is the first time that a
Humpback Whate has been shown to cross the
equator, and the first time an Antaretie Hump-
back Whale has been documented in South
American waters (Stone, Flérez-Gonzdlez and
Katona, 1990).

STUDY AREA

The research was carried out in the Parque
Nacional Natural Isla Gorgona, an area of ap-
proximately 49200 hectares, including Gorgona
and Gorgonilla Islands (Fig.1) and established in
June 1985, [t is on the Pacific continental shelf
of Colombia (2°47'-3°06'N and 78°06'-
78°18’W), 56 km from Guapi the nearest main-
land 10wn. Gorgona is approximately 10x3 km;
its maximum height is 330m, The study area is
located within the Intertropical Convergence
Zone and thus endures variable winds and high
pluviosity (7000-8000 mm annually). Salinity
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FIG. 1. Location map of study area. The broken line
designates the Parque Nacional Natural Isla Gorgona
limits. The dotted lines indicate isobaths in metres.
The dot on the inset map indicates Gorgona Island in
the Colombian Pacific.

around Gorgona is 31-33 parts per thousand.
Water temperature is 26-28°C (INDERENA,
1986; Llinas et al.,1990).

METHODS

Monitoring was carried out daily between 10
am and 6 pm. The surveys were conducted from
a fibreglass taxi boat with a 25 horsepower out-
board motor. On some occasions, the animals
were followed 15-20 km from the island, but
normally no more than 5 km. When conditions
prevented use of a boat observations were made
from the high bay coast guard tower.

Song recordings were made with a Sony, TC-
D5M, Tape recorder and a hydrophone with a
frequency response 50-10000 Hz. Analysis of
the song recordings have not been included in the
present paper, however this field information
permitted location and identification of in-
dividual singers.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

MEMOIRS OF THE QUEENSLAND MUSEUM

Three years of observations in the area per-
mittcd the photo-identification of 108 in-
dividuals. Fifty animals were identified in 1986,
40 in 1987 and 35 in 1988; 17 individuals were
sighted in more than one year: 11 were common
to 1986-1987 and 6 were common to 1987-1988,
3 individuals were common for the three years .
The 17 common individuals were: 3 females, 2
males, 1 calf, 4 adults, 1 immature and 6 non
discriminated. Using Petersen’s formula
(Begon, 1979), the population for the three years
was estimated at 170—450.

Of the 108 individuals, 42 (39%) were iden-
tified by their back and the ventral surface of the
flukes, 44 (41%) were identified exclusively by
the ventral surface of the flukes and 22 (20%)
using only the back. In 30 individuals, other
characters (pectorals, dorsal region of the flukes,
ventral region of the body and the head) were
employed in identification.

Five (5) fluke and six (6) back photographs
show a thin layer of diatom growth. Five (5)
underside tail region photographs show killer
whale teeth scars.

As previously established, Humpback Whales,
during breeding activities, prefer meeting in
groups near continents and around islands, in
shallow waters, with protected beaches and
temperatures 24—28°C. The eastern and extreme
southern regions of Gorgona present these fac-
tors and this makes the island an ideal breeding
site. Here 26.5% of observed animals were cal-
Ves.

INDIVIDUAL ACTIVITIES

Apparently, irrespective of age or sex, whales
were observed in the following activities: spin-
ning breach, full breach, chin breach, tail breach,
lobtail, flippering, rolling, spyhop, and drifting.
These activities have been described in hump-
back populations in different regions (White-
head, 1981,1985a,b; Mayo ct al., 1985; Pittman
and Danton, 1985; Kaufman and Forestell, 1986;
Silber,1986).

Group CHARACTERISATION

The Humpback Whale population in Gorgona
[sland was observed in 5 classes of groupings: 1,
solitary animal; 2, female and her calf; 3, two
animals without calf; 4, three individuals usually
a female with her calf and an escort; 5, group of
more than three individuals.

Of 35 solitary animals the 14 found in 1986
included 7 male singers; the 17 seen in 1987
included 13 male singers, in 1988 4 were seen
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With (hc objective of elucidaling the migratary
routes of 1he species in the Colombian Pacific.
investigations in other arcas north of Gorgona
must be carried out (Negritos Island, Palma ls-
land, Malaga Bay. Utria Intel, Cupica Gull).

11 bax been recommended to the gavernmental
management institute (INDERENA), to strictly
control access of ships, boats and tourism to the
Island. to avoid a threat to the Humpback Whale
population.

Some sites in 1The Colombian Pacific where
Humpback Whales have been reported are
proposed to be manuged as whale sanctuaries to
ensure preservation through better management
ol this specics which is seriously threatened.
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